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Beyond Words and Rhetoric – Small Voluntary Organisations and Effective 
Refugee Integration in the Communities.
Abstract
Purpose: Integration is a complex, contested and multidimensional concept. This paper 
examines the impact of small voluntary agencies (SVA) in the integration of refugees into 
social, economic and citizenship structures in the United Kingdom (UK). 
Design/methodology/approach: This study is rooted in in-depth interviews with 20 participants 
and a case study (ethnography research) that focuses on a refugee-assisting organisation in 
Southeast England.
Findings: Our findings reveal cases of exemplary leadership in actions and social solidarity 
exhibited by SVA through innovative actions aimed at helping individuals and communities 
which may be particularly disadvantaged. It revealed the mixed embeddedness that these 
agencies create that enable refugees to pursue a new life, employment and citizenship.  
Research limitations/implications: One of the limitations of the study is the focus on one case 
study. However, this provided an opportunity to conduct in-depth interviews and examination of 
the research objectives.
Practical Implications: With the ever-decreasing government revenues, there is evidence of the 
tremendous achievement of the voluntary sector (VS) in many endeavours in the community. 
This provides an opportunity for a more strategic partnership between public and private actors.
Social Implication: The activities of the SVA are the catalyst to refugees' integration as policies 
that enable regaining self-esteem, seeking employment or starting a business.
Originality/value: This study provides the opportunity to explore the relatively under-research 
and under-publicized role of SVA in the migrants and refugee literature. 
Keywords: Refugee Integration; Voluntary Organisations; Social Integration; Inclusive 
Entrepreneurship and Inclusive Communities. 
1. Introduction 
If the agenda of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
of ensuring that all people, regardless of their personal characteristics and background, 
have an equal opportunity to start and run their own businesses (inclusive 
entrepreneurship) is to be achieved, the contributions of voluntary sectors will be critical 
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towards its attainment.  
This article examines the impact of small voluntary agencies (SVA) on the integration of 
refugees in the UK. The system of economic support which is in place for those going through 
the asylum system should, in theory, mean that Refugee Third Sector Organisations (RTSOs) 
are only supporting refused asylum seekers who are destitute (Mayblin & James, 2017). 
Therefore, voluntary agencies play crucial social and economic roles by helping individuals and 
communities that may be particularly disadvantaged. Both refugees and asylum-seekers fall into 
this category. Several studies show that asylum seekers face many challenges such as language, 
discrimination, lack of skills, cultural shock, etc. (Lundborg & Skedinger, 2016; van Heelsum, 
2017; Valenta & Thorshaug, 2012). In the UK, the majority of asylum seekers are not permitted 
to enter the labour market (Mayblin & James, 2018). From inclusive entrepreneurship 
perspective (OECD, 2016 & 2017), starting a business is not also easy for refugees. 
The policy of integration of refugees is an important agenda in terms of labour market 
integration, education, housing, healthcare and cultural orientations (Scholten et al., 2017). 
Many previous studies (e.g. Griffiths et al., 2005; Spencer, 2006; Atfield et al., 2007; Phillips, 
2006; Strang & Ager, 2010; Trygstad, 2016; Konle-Seidl & Bolits, 2016) have recognised that 
the integration of refugees is rarely a straightforward process. Evidence from the Scottish 
Refugee Council’s Holistic Refugee Integration Service proposes that whilst integration depends 
on building social connections, new refugees can be very isolated, lacking in close relationships 
and with poor knowledge of services or how to access them (Scottish Government, 2017). The 
UK government defines refugee integration as: 
“The process that takes place when refugees are empowered to achieve their full 
potential as members of British society, to contribute to the community, access public 
services and to become fully able to exercise the rights and responsibilities that they 
share with other residents in the UK” (Home Office, 2006 :3).
The settlement process is daunting and excruciating (Craig, 2015). Evidence from 10 European 
countries shows that one thing stands out firmly: all refugee integration strategies put highest 
priority on socio-economic integration, and then in particular labour market integration 
(Scholten et al., 2017). This prioritization of labour market integration is confirmed by another 
recent research project on refugee integration (Eurofound, 2016). Refugees are six times more 
likely to be unemployed than the rest of the population (Dhudwar, 2004). Therefore, in many 
cases, starting a business becomes the only realistic options for gaining personal income. T is 
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account for why immigrants have own shops in many urban and cities in Europe (Kloosterman, 
2010). However, institutional and cultural barriers prevent refugees and migrants (especially 
youths) from finding jobs or starting a business (Lundborg & Skedinger, 2016). 
The institutional theory explains the role of the government in creating conducive 
economic and social environment (Dahles, Verduyn & Wakkee, 2010; Igwe, Madichie and 
Newbery, 2018; Ratten & Dana, 2017). Institutional thickness is generated by the embeddedness 
of businesses in personal relationships, high levels of social interaction with business partners, 
professional associations and government institutions (Dahles, Verduyn & Wakkee, 2010). The 
integration of migrants and refugees is not only a government concern, non-governmental 
organisations, civil society bodies and of the business sector play an important role. 
Although there is a growing sense of awareness of the need for refugee integration, there 
has been only little research to evaluate the strategies of the actors (Scholten et al., 2017). Also, 
much is known about the scope of the third sector response (such as the types of services being 
provided), but little is known about the scale (Mayblin & James, 2017: 7). Our study makes 
important contributions given that there is a paucity of literature and research. As noted by 
Mayblin & James, 2018), the Voluntary Refugee Organisations (VROs) within and beyond the 
UK has been under-researched and under-theorised within academia in recent years. 
This study is rooted in a case study (ethnography research) that focuses on a refugee-
assisting organisation in Southeast England. Through our case study organisation, referred to as 
‘The Focus Organisation’ (TFO) throughout the paper to provide anonymity, this paper raises 
questions about nature of VROs actions, the resilience of small VROs, social solidarity and 
refugee lives. Refugees and immigrant entrepreneurship h ve emerged as an important field of 
study (Munkejord, 2017; Jacobsen & Fratzke, 2016). It is important to note that in recent years, 
migrant entrepreneurship have been widely discussed (Knight, 2015; Stephens, 2013; Evans, 
2012; Kyoung-Ho, 2014; Turkina and Thai, 2013; Crockett, 2013). However, we still know little 
about refugees’ integration in the community and business society. 
Within this context, our study examines the role that the VROs play in refugee 
integration and how this could be characterised for the benefit of wider and more effective 
strategies for migrant integration and the development of citizenship behaviour (See, e.g. 
Rafique & Khoo, 2018; Konle-Seidl & Bolits, 2016). Thus, the central question of our research 
is: ‘What is the significance of the roles played by the VROs as they resolve integration issues 
created by the increasing numbers of migrants?’ Doing so helps unravel the nature and form of 
leadership needed in the sector and thereby identify the necessary help for organisations (Bull, 
2008; Ógáin, Lumley & Pritchard, 2012). We argue that the practical assistance given to 
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refugees bears direct consequences on refugee integration and inclusiveness. This concept is 
important in migration research as effective integration system is necessary if refugees are to 
exploit entrepreneurial opportunities in the wider business economy. 
2. Key Concepts and the Context of Refugees Integration and Voluntary sector
The term refugee, in its social science meaning, refers to someone forced out of their country of 
habitual residence to seek protection in another sphere. This definition goes beyond the political 
connotation and captures the diversity of displaced people (Ruiz & Vargas-Silva (2017). Much 
of the theoretical understandings implied in migrant and refugee integration have been 
integrated into the mixed embeddedness approach (developed by Kloosterman and Rath, 2001 
and Kloosterman, 2010). Within this approach, opportunity structure is a central concept 
(Munkejord, 2017). Integrating refugees into labor markets (Scholten et al. 2017; Bevelander, 
2016; Bevelander & Pendakur, 2014; Konle-Seidl and Bolits, 2016) become an important 
element of embeddedness. 
2.1 Mix Embeddedness of Migrant and Refugees 
The literature on the social embeddedness shows how immigrants, in many cases lacking in 
financial capital, are nevertheless capable of starting a business by relying on their social capital 
Kloosterman, (2010). The integration of refugees is important for various reasons (Ruiz & 
Vargas-Silva, 2018; Hack-Polay, 2008; Bloch, 2004). In his study of ‘Migration and integration: 
A local and experiential perspective, Craig (2015) noted that whereas most discourse implies 
that integration is a good thing and is supported both by host country nationals (with the 
exception of the xenophobic right) and by most migrants themselves (again with exceptions who 
wish to remain enclosed within their own ‘community’), there remain, particularly amongst new 
migrants, some who have at best a sense of ambivalence about the process of integration and 
many who do not see their migration as generating a long-term status. This assertion is also 
supported by another study by Vathi and King (2013). 
Kloosterman, (2010) developed a framework for analysing (migrant) entrepreneurship 
from a mixed embeddedness perspective in which they assert that the wider societal context had 
to be invoked as certain groups of immigrants were pushed towards self-employment due to 
specific obstacles (i.e. discrimination) on the labour market. Indeed, there are groups for whom 
the notion of integration is particularly problematic: for example, people trafficked for the 
purposes of sexual or labour exploitation and other victims of criminal activity Craig (2015). 
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These people are often deeply traumatised by their experience. 
2.2 Perspectives on the Voluntary Sector
We are living in times of unprecedented displacement driven by conflict and persecution 
(Scottish Government, 2017). The number of migrants seeking asylum in the European Union 
(EU) has skyrocketed, from around 200,000 in 2006 to around 1.3 million in both 2015 and 
2016 as revealed by Eurostat (2018). In the light of this development, more research needs to 
unveil the role that the voluntary sector (Konle-Seidl, 2018; Bull, 2008; Moskovich, 2015). 
Studies that have underscored the need for the VS sector to play the role of strategic partner and 
actor (see, e.g. Rutter, 2003) tend to take the view that state intervention can be patchy and 
ineffective since they may be hindered by politics (European Migration Network, 2016; 
Jacobsen & Fratzke, 2016). Interestingly such studies expose the expertise that lies in the VS 
and the cost-efficiency that they could foster.
The leadership literature, in general, contends that effective leaders articulate a high need 
for power, a low need for affiliation and high activity inhibition (Steinmann et al., 2015). The 
conflict leadership model is administrative leadership in the term that Uhl-Bien et al. (2007) 
describe, i.e. top-down, hierarchical and focused on conflicting constraints and the use of 
authority.  However, the leadership traits identified by Dearlove & Clutterbuck (1996) point to 
the fact that the voluntary sector leadership diverges from leadership in the commercial or 
private sector and therefore deviate from the traditional models. Miller et al. (2012) argue that it 
is compassion, which complements traditional self-oriented motivations that drive social 
entrepreneurship of the voluntary sector. However, these scholars stopped short of associating 
compassion with leadership. The criteria for effective leadership identified for the voluntary 
sector exemplify the consensus or collaboration model of leadership (De Hoogh et al., 2010; 
Hack-Polay, 2007). Igwe, Icha-Ituma & Madichie (2018) proposes that entrepreneurial leaders 
help address social issues by displaying innovation and openness to new opportunities. 
Bowen, Newenham-Kahindi & Herremans (2010:297) present an argument that idealises 
the role played by firms, which draws tremendous benefit from community engagement 
strategies. The authors reviewed over 200 academic and practitioner research papers and 
concluded that voluntary sector community engagement strategy can actually inform firms to 
develop corporate social responsibility (CSR) frameworks (Igwe, Icha-Ituma & Madichie, 
2018). Given the prominence of CSR initiatives, the authors propound that this could help 
businesses use it for competitive advantage. Whether this materializes in practice is a different 
debate because the issue of compassionate action still remains under-explored and under-
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developed especially within the voluntary sector’s role in the refugee crisis. 
The voluntary sector plays a momentous role in getting refugees to acclimatize to the 
new society and attain citizenship (Hack-Polay, 2016). The activity of “helping immigrants to 
make the necessary adjustments for life in host societies” (Shield, Drolet & Valenzuela, 2016:4) 
has been argued. Sometimes in their fight to provide help, British voluntary organisations have 
become an extension to government services at critical times e.g. during the Bosnian conflict, 
the Kosovo crisis in the 1990s and mid-2000s (Rutter, 2003). For instance, the UK government 
relied extensively on refugee agencies to resettle refugees outside London and provide 
accommodation and welfare services after the 1999 Asylum and Immigration Act (Rutter, 
2003). Alongside the work of larger immigrant assisting organisations, small community-based 
voluntary groups bring invaluable support for migrants to turn around painful memories of 
separation and flight (Sardinha, 2009). Despite these efforts, more sustained work in the area is 
needed to understand the fundamental factors behind such resurgence and positive theoretical 
developments.
Voluntary sector contribution, either independently or in support of state interventions, 
denotes a momentous expertise that the wider societal network could draw from (Rafique & 
Khoo, 2018). We, therefore, posit that voluntary sector leadership offers other sectors learning 
that could contribute to building a more humane and compassionate society. As Katz & Page 
(2010:59) contend “market economy predictably under-produces certain urgent public or 
collective goods [such as a clean environment] and perpetuates gross inequalities in resources 
among people and across regions”. However, social enterprise is preoccupied with mending 
broken communities.
2.3 Social Solidarity, Voluntary Organisations and Refugee Integration
Refugee integration initiatives and funding have suffered significant cuts in the UK in the past 
decade (Doyle, 2014). With public sector resources coming under pressure in the health sector, 
education, policing, etc., refugee work is relegated to the back of government priorities in terms 
of social policy and welfare provision. This has two main implications: (1) for voluntary 
organisations - (with the compassion to continue refugee assistance), there is a greater reliance 
on volunteers and cutbacks on services; (2) for refugees - that signifies more hardship which 
materialises in accrued homelessness, lack of training, employment opportunities, increased 
poverty and social isolation. Ruiz & Vargas-Silva (2017) contend that refugees will benefit from 
improvement in services which become cornerstones for successful integration. The cuts in 
refugee resettlement services mean that over 117,000 refugees in Britain (Refugee Action, 2015) 
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are risk becoming isolated in refugee enclaves which could represent barriers to inclusion. 
Voluntary sector action is therefore closely associated with social solidarity. Molm, 
Collett & Schaefer (2007) decry the receding research on social solidarity despite much research 
evidence that generalized (indirect) exchange produces greater social solidarity. The work of the 
voluntary sector, in many respects, exemplifies such indirect exchange through which our 
society provides assistance to refugees and vulnerable people who in turn, healed from social 
and psychological issues, can deploy themselves to help others (both individuals and society at 
large) (Atkinson et al. 2012).
2.4 Compassionate Sector
It is well-documented that such help appears to be patchy despite refugees’ cries for practical 
assistance. Few studies have identified the current situation as bordering on a crisis whilst others 
have highlighted its abject negation by researchers (Bloch, 2004). Those organisations and 
schemes that have chosen to concentrate on the issues have encountered the lack of financial and 
human resources to carry out the necessary work. Amidst challenges, some voluntary 
organisations have striven to operate services that provide shelter, food, safety and a sense of 
belonging to a community. In other terms, voluntary organisations exemplify a culture of doing 
more with less as they help refugees to rebuild new lives. Such characteristics of benevolence 
and humane devotion displayed in the literature by the coming together of different individuals 
is what is termed in this paper as compassionate action. 
Compassionate action has distinct characteristics which are about “engaging with each 
other as human beings, not just as human doings, Compassionate action elevates the 
consciousness of leaders and serves the highest good - not just employees and shareholders, but 
of the communities in which they operate” (Warrell (2017). Compassionate action is viewed as 
‘leading from head and heart’ (ibid: 1), a requisite leadership model in refugee-assisting 
voluntary organisations (Page, 1998). Although Page made such observations two decades ago, 
the nature of social solidarity as encapsulated in the voluntary sector h s been under-studied 
particularly within the context of the global refugee and humanitarian crisis. If compassionate 
action is situated in the context of social solidarity, then the study of refugee integration cannot 
be divorced from voluntary sector action. Nickel & Eikenberry (2009) was critical of the fact 
that commercialization and consumerism have defrauded communities of many public spaces 
which have become shopping malls thereby robbing communities of the capability and space to 
provide much needed community-based services for social cohesion and integration issues in 
addressing mass migration crisis.
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A qualitative and interpretative approach was adopted for our study (McKeever et al., 2015; 
Munkejord, 2017) rooted in ethnography research. As noted by Mayblin & James (2018) 
research in this area takes a qualitative ‘deep dive’ case study approach in particular locales, or 
with particular large organisations, and focuses primarily on qualitative research interviews with 
small sample sizes. Over the last 20 years, multiple categorizations and ethnographic genres 
have emerged in the social science literature (Reeves, Peller, Goldman & Kitto, 2013). 
Sometimes, it is also referred to as ‘case study’. There are enormous advantages in treating 
ethnography as a distinctive type of research (Watson, 2012).  It is based on a case study and an 
in-depth and holistic empirical description, based on the positivist notion. Collecting such 
histories are a “particular form of ethnography” (Galbraith, 2010: 310). 
The research employed interviews with 20 participants in a charitable refugee-assisting 
voluntary organisation in southeast England. Participants were chosen through purposeful 
sampling procedure (Igwe, Newbery, Nihar, White and Madichie, 2018; Okolie, Igwe and Elom, 
2018) aimed at selecting key members of the staff who had many years of working experience in 
the case study agency. Founded in the late 1990s, the group has grown from a small group of 
volunteers into a charitable organisation run by over 40 staff, including non-paid volunteers. It is 
a key agency in the county helping refugees to rebuild their education, training and professional 
experience and socio-psychological life. 
It provides various services including welfare advice, training and befriending to help 
relieve the psychological trauma and other negative impacts of being in exile. The organisation 
has 10 paid staff and 35 volunteers. The choice of the small charity was guided by the intention 
to assess the impact of such groups in dealing with sensitive and emotive issues such as 
migration and integration into host countries despite having limited resources. We sought to 
establish how voluntary sector action achieves life-changing results for refugees. Participants 
included the CEO, 3 paid staff, 3 volunteers (who are refugees themselves) and 13 users. The 
opinions of the local MP were sought as an outsider to The Focus Organisation (TFO) but 
involved in social policy formulation. 
The Chief Executive Officer (CEO) and paid staff were interviewed to draw information 
regarding strategy, leadership style and its impact on service delivery, the lives of the incoming 
migrants and organisational effectiveness. The volunteers were interviewed because they were 
regarded as an integral part of the staffing with knowledge of organisational values, culture and 
practices. The inclusion of clients in the sample was geared at assessing the impact of voluntary 
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sector services on the lives of the refugee clients. Two interview schedules were used: one for 
both CEO and staff and the other for clients. The leader and staff interviews lasted 
approximately 45 minutes for each participant. The average time for clients was one hour and 
ten minutes. This difference in time was interesting as the researchers felt that beyond being 
appreciative of the service provided by TFO, the clients used the interviews as a platform for 
more social interactions with people other than fellow refugees. Also, we facilitated group 
interviews (Focus groups) that enabled the verification of responses from individual interviews 
and the possible omission of important issues (see e.g. Igwe, Madichie and Newbery, 2018).
The analysis followed a process of coding and categorization into emergent themes (see, 
e.g. Igwe et al., 2018). Given that the interview questions were structured around themes, the 
researcher initially coded items that supported the determined interview themes. Open coding 
enables researchers to familiarise themselves with each case as a stand-alone entity and allows 
unique patterns to emerge before attempting to identify cross-case patterns (García & Welter, 
2011). During the coding process, we formalised and added new themes by grouping codes that 
did not fit the initial interview themes. For reasons of confidentiality and anonymity, 
participants were coded: Chief Executive (CEO), Paid volunteers (Participants A, B, C), Unpaid 
volunteers (Participants D, E, F), Clients (Clients 1-13). The results are captured in the next 
section. 
4. Findings and Analysis
Overall, our finding reveals the actions of the voluntary sector that complement government role 
in refugees’ integration and inclusiveness. Therefore, VROs are the catalyst to refugees 
rebuilding their lives, settlement, seeking employment or starting their own business (inclusive 
entrepreneurship). 
4.1 Characteristics of voluntary sector action
The data suggest that the attributes of voluntary sector action display some singularities that set 
it aside from other forms of provision by other sectors such as the private and public sectors in 
line with previous studies (Fitzpatrick et al., 2015; Price 2016; Phillimore and Goodson 2010; 
Mayblin & James, 2018).
4.1.1Nature of voluntary sector action
Voluntary organisations work with people with the compassion that fit the sector’s business 
strategy and purpose. Leadership is practice with limited reliance on authority and power. 
However, there is a strong sense of involvement and trust. Managers, paid staff and volunteers 
Page 9 of 29
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/jec





























































JJournal of Enterprising Com
m
unities: People and Places in the Global Econom
y
10
agreed that all staff are an integral part of the team, thus, part of the decision-making process 
which is an attractive aspect of working in the voluntary sector. The unpaid volunteers 
emphasized this humane aspect in eloquent terms:
“In this organisation, unpaid volunteers are treated like any other members of the team. 
We are invited to normal management meetings and we are asked about our opinions. 
We have the sense that our views count when managers make decisions” (Participant D) 
From these experiences, it appears that the acclaimed concept of human resources are the most 
important assets (Bowen, Newenham-Kahindi and Herremans, 2010) in the organisation as the 
concept takes its full meaning in the voluntary sectors where leaders appear to practice what 
they preach. The organisations rely strongly on the totality of their human resources and believe 
in paid staff and volunteers.  To maintain the quality of these human assets the leader attempts to 
increase their capacity of action by drawing on the diverse experience that both paid and unpaid 
volunteers bring to the organisation. There is the realization that people who come to work 
despite lower pay or unpaid work in the voluntary sector have special motivation, expertise and 
compassion that could be utilized in line with Shield et al.’s (2016) work. The CEO of the target 
organisation supported this line of argument when he explained that:
“I invite my volunteers to team meetings because they represent a tremendous source of 
ideas that help me make decisions and define strategy. I can say that most of the 
strategies I implement in this organisation are informed by the volunteers and the clients 
themselves who are also invited to some close meetings and consultation exercises. I 
don’t make decisions without the input of my army of volunteers” (CEO of TFO).
Leaders draw on the expertise of the volunteers in their bank of trainers. Volunteers come from 
various boards of life and bring skills that leaders can use to provide regular training and 
development programmes. These resources can be discovered if working relationships in the 
voluntary sector are collegial and enable people to table what they can contribute. The 
volunteers believed that their consistent involvement in training other volunteers and public 
campaigns on some refugee issues was attractive and motivating. Two unpaid volunteers 
explained their motivation for offering their expertise to the organisation:
“I delivered training for many client organisations and coached other charity staff 
because I’m passionate about the work with migrants but also because I was asked 
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politely if I could help in another capacity than serving tea and coffee. My views count 
and I’m happy to help deliver the strategy that I’m consulted on.” (Participant E).
The views of the managers and the volunteers demonstrate that voluntary sector action 
transcends the conflict model which is exemplified in the use of authority and power (Uhl-Bien 
et al. 2007). Leadership in the refugee-assisting organisation in this research is bottom-up and 
invite ideas from the people and deploy these ideas for compassionate action. This diverges 
from the private and public sectors which are target driven, power-orientated and top-down 
(Miller et al., 2012). Funding is a critical issue across the not-for-profit sector generally. The 
target organisation was no different. The CEO described critical areas of funding shortages 
which hampered efforts to develop important projects such adult refugee enhancement, domestic 
violence among the refugee communities which may go unreported and dealt with due to 
cultural stigmas, homelessness, etc. (Ógáin, Lumley & Pritchard, 2012). 
Since the financial recession 2007/2008, funding has become a majestic issue for the charitable 
organisation. However, often when only doom and gloom could be seen on the horizon, the 
voluntary sector leader has been able to rally his troops to go on the funding offensive. Again, 
collective approaches have delivered results. One of the three paid volunteers interviewed 
showed how this was possible:
“Once the manager came and said that we could all lose our jobs but more importantly 
hundreds of clients we assist are risk getting no assistance due to the funding cuts from 
the council and the government. But then, a volunteer suggested that we hold a fund-
raising gala (despite the lack of funds for this). She went around all her contacts to 
assess what they could donate to make the event happen. A company donated their 
venue, some donated refreshments and others printed invites and banners, etc. The 
volunteer got her contacts to persuade some authorities including the MPs and 
councillors to attend. The event was so successful that we raised over £12,000, enough 
for a part-time project worker to continue the counselling and advice service” 
(Participant B).
Emphasis on fundraising is a major strategic focus for the voluntary organisation (Stei erowski 
& Steinerowska-Streb, 2012; Steinmann et al., 2015) including organisation studied. The 
organisation strives to have its image permanently in the public arenas with the understanding 
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that this is a sine qua non-condition for effective operation (Shield, Drolet & Valenzuela, 2016; 
Katz & Page, 2010). The organisation is mainly dependent on grants from various sources and 
as such funding leadership is critical to survival. Many voluntary sector companies have 
disappeared (Shield, Drolet & Valenzuela, 2016) due to the lack of leadership funding attributes 
among its managers.  As a result of leadership effectiveness, organisations receive positive 
comments from politicians and the public. Fiona Mactaggart Labour Member of Parliament 
(MP) acknowledged that the voluntary organisation studied was resilient due to its leadership 
approach, pointing out that: 
“This is an active organisation that plays a vital role in the lives of refugees in the town. 
These guys [managers and volunteers at the refugee agency] are funding champions” 
Fiona Mactaggart, MP, 2010). 
Funding in the voluntary sector, in general, remains a big issue (Shield, Drolet & Valenzuela, 
2016; Steinerowski & Steinerowska-Streb, 2012; Steinmann et al., 2015). Small voluntary 
organisations rely on grants from statutory agencies and trusts as well as street and door-to-door 
fundraising. In addition to under-staffing, voluntary organisations devote effort and time to 
fundraising. As TFO’s CEO acknowledged:
"Fundraising is hard and time-consuming. It requires lengthy form filling and research 
to support the bid. Without a leader that pushes things very few voluntary organisations, 
particularly those of small size like ours, won't survive" (CEO of TFO).  
Despite good intentions, hard work and strategies, there are challenges that leaders of small 
voluntary sector organisations face. Such a vulnerable position explains why despite praises 
from politicians, the public and service users, the CEO puts humbly that voluntary sector leaders 
are set to remain “permanent beggars”. She does not see this as a negative attribute but a key 
quality in funding leadership in the voluntary sector. However, Ridley-Duff (2007) argues that, 
in doing so, voluntary sector leadership rejects the traditional discourse of power in the private 
enterprise (Uhl-Bien, 2007) and adopts other approaches to tackle social exclusion” by doing 
more with less.
4.1.2 Resilience of Small Voluntary Sector’s Social Solidarity
Constraints of the external environment do not affect only the private or public sectors. The 
data from our interviews with the leadership and staff at the target refugee-assisting agency 
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demonstrates that voluntary sector organisations could be more vulnerable to environmental 
fluctuations. This line of argument is tenable given the earlier point made that the voluntary 
sector is dependents on outside sources to funding and operations. The metaphor of 
“permanent beggars” used by the agency’s CEO is enlightening; it supports the perspective 
about voluntary sector vulnerability to environmental change. This means that voluntary 
sector leaders face complex situations that require the application of complexity leadership. 
Several changes have taken place at the target organisation, but the agency has managed them 
through creativity and innovation. The CEO explained that: 
“The organisation is resilient and remains at the forefront of innovation and 
expertise in refugee issues. Leaders are like tireless marathon runners whose 
attention is fixated on the final goal: ensuring clients’ welfare through the running 
of meaningful activities that help rebuild lives” (CEO of TFO). 
Creative action plays an important part in realising most of TFO’s action plan. The resilience 
that voluntary sector organisation shows in this approach can be characterised as complexity 
leadership. As Uhl-Bien, Marion and McKelvey (2007:298) argue, complexity leadership is a 
leadership paradigm that focuses on enabling the learning, creative, and adaptive capacity of 
complex adaptive systems. TFO works closely with numerous refugee groups in the local 
community and social network to extend their service provision. 
All staff interviewed, both leaders and volunteers, saw new asylum legislation as 
complicated, making it difficult to advise clients. Legislation on the entitlement to benefits, 
education and housing are continuously evolving. The legislation makes it impossible for 
refugees to apply to study at university and some higher education courses. No regulation bans 
them from applying to universities but the rule on fees restricts such moves. Refugees are liable 
for higher fees in universities. This means a refugee applying to university needs to pay standard 
fees in excess of £9000 per year, which is difficult given their precarious situation, i.e. being 
destitute with no relatives in the UK (Sardinha, 2009). The CEO and the three-paid staff were 
unanimous in appraising the situation:
“Voluntary sector leaders have to interpret these complex legislations in order to 
explain to their client the constraints faced in the attempt to assist them. Sometimes it 
feels like we are not willing to help them find education or jobs. The volunteers often 
have to bring the CEO to meeting with clients so that the clients could hear from the top 
about the realities we face in helping them” (Participant A).
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This is just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to asylum regulation. In reality, there are far 
more regulations restricting refugees’ freedom. For instance, under the 1999 Asylum legislation, 
some claimants are detained while others are dispersed throughout the country. New arrivals 
wait a long time for a decision and can neither enter education nor work. The legislation makes 
refugee agencies’ work harder as part of their fightback (Eikenberg, 2009). The Terrorism Act 
2000 (and its multiple recent amendments) have compounded the issues faced by voluntary 
sector agencies. Many new arrivals now face detention if they are undocumented or arrive from 
a number of countries that are on the government ‘watch list’, e.g. Syria, Libya, Yemen, etc. In 
these cases, refugee organisations deploy additional resources to cater for refugees’ welfare 
whilst they are detained (Clutterbuck & Dearlove, 1996).
Additionally, the voluntary sector often leases buildings from local authorities. Initially 
when TFO moved in the premises were ideal. It was their own premises where they could 
develop activities to meet the needs of the client in confidence. However, with the increasing 
numbers of refugees, the location became small. Moving to larger premises would suggest more 
financial resources for rent and service charges. This is unaffordable to many organisations, 
particularly smaller ones. Funders are reluctant to fund the cost of premises. The difficulty is 
reflected in the views of the CEO who argues that:
“It’s not easy to get money for core funding much of which doesn’t cater for critical 
management and administrative expenses. As a leader, you have to be resilient to cope with 
these complexities. And you need dedicated volunteers to assist you” (CEO of TFO).
Staffing is equally an issue because there are few paid workers. Volunteers are often dedicated 
and highly motivated individuals. They give their time freely. However, because volunteers 
come for a limited amount of time, and may leave anytime:
“It’s challenging for leadership to ensure access to a pool of volunteers to maintain 
service levels” (CEO, 2015).
Partner agencies perceive workers differently depending on whether they are volunteers or paid 
staff. In many instances, volunteers do practical jobs on-site, e.g. advisers, befrienders, childcare 
workers, kitchen helpers, cleaners, administrative workers, etc.  
4.1.3 Social Solidarity, Small Voluntary Organisations on Refugee Lives
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Social embeddedness shows how immigrants, in many cases lacking in social and financial 
capital (Craig, 2015; Kloosterman, 2010). The only place to come to experience or re-live social 
human experience is the local refugee-assisting voluntary group. Similar conclusions were 
reached by Shield, Drolet & Valenzuela (2016). Refugees appreciate the warm welcome by 
staff, which is enabled by a sensitive leader. Some refugees idealised the refugee organisation, 
arguing that:
“This is a familiar place'. The group provides reassurances. The tea, coffee and 
friendship they show make us feel at home. The services provided touch with our hearts 
and lives” (Group interview Clients 1, 2 and 3, 4). 
The words of the client respondents demonstrate that compassion stretches beyond food and 
drinks. The clients valued the warm human approach to service provision, with staff who 
understand the psychological needs of their clients and connect with them. It is purported that 
compassionate leadership drives the voluntary sector provision (Miller et al., 2012) and the data 
from our study appear to point to additional core elements as friendly, ‘familial’ and caring 
atmosphere. This way of welcoming and nurturing the refugees fosters citizenship development 
as refugees then start to internalize British values of volunteering and compassionate giving (see 
Ógáin, Lumley & Pritchard, 2012). The unpaid volunteers explained why they came to 
volunteer:
“We were all former clients of this organisation. We were touched by the way they 
looked after us and we decided to come to give something back by helping other 
newcomers to settle” (Group interview Participants D, E, F). 
Most refugees are destitute, particularly since the late 1990s when a number of benefits and 
welfare entitlements were withdrawn for a large number of refugees in the UK. The clients 
would come to support groups for advice, welfare information and assistance. The system is 
complicated, and the clients do not always understand it (Bloch, 2004). Advisers in the 
voluntary sector advise on rights and entitlements and help complete relevant forms. Staff and 
volunteers speak to welfare agencies on clients’ behalf because many do not speak English 
competently. Customers appreciate this significant assistance; an interviewee from Burundi told 
the researchers that:
“Staff take time to fill these forms and phone to sort out problems which the refugee 
couldn’t do” (Client 4). 
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Small voluntary organisations are at the heart of the community, ‘representing parental’ (Client 
11) figures in the eyes of more than half of the users interviewed, similar to the perspectives 
taken by De Hoogh et al. (2005). The allocation of funds by some public bodies attests such 
importance although these funds are limited and may be restricted. Clients 1, 3, 4, 11 and 15 
argued that: 
“Activities like the Job Club, Mum’s Club and English conversation classes are really 
good help because they create for us a sense of community and networks. We can feel 
part of a group and not be alone” (Group interview, Clients 1, 3, 4, 11 and 15)
The refugee agency’s community action delights the clients and fulfils a social and citizenship 
development mission. The voluntary sector provides integrated services that meet clients’ 
psychological and social needs, thus contributing to the equality agenda. As Tomlinson & 
Schwabenland (2010) argue “moral and business rationales are reconciled through re-inscribing 
utilitarian arguments within an organisational commitment to social justice”. Similarly, Ógáin, 
Lumley & Pritchard (2012) argue that voluntary sector agencies make a significant impact on 
society through such provision.
The unemployment rate among refugees is largely above the national average in the UK. 
Nationally, the unemployment rate is 5.3% (IDS Statistics, 2006) but this is around 70% (Bloch, 
2004) among refugees; these figures for migrant workers have been confirmed by several other 
studies in recent years, e.g. Rienzo (2016). Many clients come to the voluntary groups for 
assistance with job search, including advice on job vacancies, completing job application forms, 
CV. Clients found the services both culturally-sensitive and culturally-inviting. In fact, as client 
13 argued:
“The English language classes are beneficial because they accommodated difference, 
but they also help to understand British culture. We mix with different nationalities and 
men and women; this we were not used to in our countries of origin, but it is very 
important for our life in the UK” (Client 13). 
TFO was perceived as a place of social and economic opportunities and citizenship construction 
in line with the concept of mix embeddedness (Kloosterman and Rath, 2001). These 
opportunities are foundations refugees can exploit to rebuild broken lives, seek employment or 
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start a business to pursue a living. Shield, Drolet & Valenzuela (2016) formulated similar 
conclusions, confirming small voluntary sector groups as strategic partners in the construction of 
inclusive societies. Most of the participants described the most challenges facing refugees in 
rebuilding their lives. They point to that many of the refugees are highly educated, employed in 
professional jobs or owned their own businesses in their home countries which they left behind. 
They point to the role of the government and VROs in resettlement and rehabilitation through 
training and support mechanism that enables them to pursue paid or self-employment. Without 
these social integrations and community integration will be impossible. 
5. Discussion, Conclusion and Implications
The last 10 years have witnessed the highest levels of refugees since World War II, nearly 22.5 
million people (United Nation, UN, 2018). As a result, VROs have become an integral part of 
the society, running schemes geared at integrating refugees in host societies. There are many 
refugee agencies, including the British Refugee Council and Refugee Action, which make 
significant media headlines. But there are also less lauded community voluntary organisations 
and self-help groups, whose work has been under-researched or published. These agencies have 
emerged over the years to fill a void and pr vide much needed humanitarian assistance. On 
arrival to host countries, refugees need to rebuild their lives, find shelter, paid employment or 
self-employment. 
As stated earlier, this article contributes to a better understanding that the small VROs 
play in refugee integration in the UK society (Phillimore & Goodson, 2010; Mayblin & James, 
2018), particularly, within the context of the global refugee and humanitarian crisis. Our 
findings reveal the role that the VROs play in refugee integration and the development of 
citizenship behaviour of refugees. We find cases of exemplary leadership in actions of VROs 
and social solidarity exhibited in times of need through creative actions. It revealed the mixed 
embeddedness that enable refugees to pursue social, economic and citizenship construction. As 
revealed, SVA harness compassionate action, which is not for profit, and leadership filled with 
humanistic and familial values.  
Our study shows how the small voluntary sector organisation studied (TFO) developed 
strategies to help integrate refugees who are affected by the migration crisis. Despite political 
and financial difficulties, small voluntary organisations, such as TFO, effectively assist 
vulnerable refugees by doing more with less, with compassion. Our research corroborates 
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Moskovich’s (2015: 635) view that “NGOs are a sophisticated counterculture, with activists 
who know how to operate concurrently with and against official authorities. This duality is 
important for social cohesion and citizenship. Our research question has therefore been 
answered. Particularly in the refugee-assisting sector, organisations face tremendous challenges 
with immigration and asylum legislation. 
S me of the challenges that face the VROs include difficulties in fundraising, acquiring 
premises and sourcing staffing. Despite the difficulties, small voluntary organisations develop 
visionary and imaginative initiatives whose compassionate characteristics overcome practical 
challenges and resist commercialization (Nickel & Eikenberry, 2009). Their role becomes more 
important in helping refugees to integrate into society, seek employment or start a business as 
self-employed. Participants explained that compassion was not a source of organisational 
incapacity but learning to work with hardship enabled the organisation to fathom creative 
leadership in the refugee integration field. 
5.1 Social Implications of VROs embedded in Social Solidarity
Scholten et al., (2017) studies provide evidence that European countries have faced increasing 
levels of asylum applications over the years 2015 and 2016. Therefore, the presence of 
humanitarian migrants requires countries to look beyond the immigration and reception policies 
per se but also to focus on integration. The local response by smaller organisations is significant. 
In 2015/16, there were 2,976 visits to Asylum Welcome’s main office; 2,321 food parcels were 
handed out; 1,029 clients - including 88 unaccompanied young asylum seekers and refugees - 
received help (Mayblin & James, 2017). VROs compliment the role of government and therefore 
has become an integral element to refugees' integration and settlement in their host communities. 
The tangible and intangible resources that the agencies provide is vital to the overall 
integrated system and are important for achieving inclusive employment and entrepreneurship 
(OECD, 2016 & 2017). Compassionate voluntary sector action drives the voluntary organisation 
and makes a difference to lives at the same time as developing citizenship behaviour in the 
newcomers. They also support rebuilding refugees’ lives by enabling them access resources that 
will allow them to pursue paid employment or self-employment in the form of entrepreneurship. 
This account to why many migrant’s own shops in many European cities and urban centres. This 
finding is supported by Shield, Drolet & Valenzuela (2016). Clients appreciate the human side 
of the organisation, highlighting qualities such as friendship, welcoming, helpfulness, and sense 
of belonging and hope they are led to experience. Social aspects are essentials and must be 
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embedded in refugee integration policy and competency frameworks to help rebuild refugees’ 
confidence and self-esteem. The clients were interviewed in different locations, but their views 
converge in appreciating the compassion and service quality, which gives them confidence in 
the new society. This implies interconnections between social solidarity, integration and 
inclusion. 
5.2 Policy Implications
This research has significant policy implications. The economic and political changes that have 
taken place globally in recent years has left much government weak and incapable to providing 
all the social and economic responsibility, leaving voluntary agencies (the third-sector) as 
important stakeholders than ever (Home Office; 2006; Scholten et al. 2017; Scholten & Van 
Breugel, 2017). At its simplest level, policy-makers should adhere to a principle of ‘do no harm’ 
to small voluntary organisations as their role is critical to social integration and value creation.  
The work of the target organisation in this study shows that refugee integration ought to remain 
an on-going endeavour (Mayblin & James, 2017). With evidence of the tremendous achievement 
and expertise of the VS in refugee integration, thus fashioning citizenship in the newcomers, it is 
opportune to advocate a more strategic partnership between the public sector and voluntary 
sector in the form of increased funding and outsourcing initiatives to the latter. In fact, 
Papademetriou, Benton & Banulescu-Bogdan (2017:1) argue that "as the pressures have started 
to abate, policymakers have started to concentrate their efforts on anticipating the next crisis". 
However, though this is a good initiative, the welfare of those already in the host country's care 
should be a priority as we have actual numbers and needs to cater for. 
5.3 Research Implication and Limitations
The evidence suggests that asylum seekers can become destitute at all stages in their asylum 
journey, including while in the asylum system, and after being granted leave to remain, and that 
those who are in receipt of asylum support are living in poverty and have needs which exceed 
state provision (Mayblin & James, 2017). This has led researchers and policy-makers to 
examine the integration of asylum seekers and refugees in many contexts (labour market 
integration (Madsen, 2016 Trygstad, 2016), welfare, societies and family relations (Olwig, 
2011), integration governance (Scholten & Van Breugel, 2017; Strang & Ager, 2010), yet gaps 
remain regarding the role of RTSOs. This formed the focus and contribution of our study as we 
reveal the role of SVAs. Indeed, SVAs promote community cohesion which benefits the wider 
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community as part of their broader strategic agenda. By responding to the needs of all 
communities, including newly arrived communities, it is possible to achieve benefit for the 
whole society. As our findings revealed, SVAs complement government policies in the labour 
market, educational, sociocultural, housing, healthcare integration of asylum seekers and 
refugees. 
Finally, we acknowledge that the research approach adopted has some limitations. A 
key limitation of this study as with all qualitative studies is its limited scope and number of 
interviewees. As Gartner (2007:619) stated, “the narrative approach recognises that a story is 
never the whole story since any story is embedded in a context”. Despite its limitations, the 
study design provides the foundation for future studies. We propose that future research should 
widen the scope to cover many scopes by studying multiple VROs. Given the fact that the large 
and small VROs focus on the same objective (social integration), examining and comparing 
institutional change across small and large organisations will provide a fruitful avenue for future 
research. It would be worthwhile to examine the difference in the leadership solidarity among 
the different sizes of the VROs. 
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<b>1. Originality:  </b> Does the paper contain new and significant information adequate 
to justify publication?: Yes,  it is on an interesting area of study being refugee 
entrepreneurship and has recent 2018 references.
Thank you very much. We have also added new 25 articles to strengthen our literature.
<b>2. Relationship to Literature:  </b> Does the paper demonstrate an adequate 
understanding of the relevant literature in the field and cite an appropriate range of 
literature sources?  Is any significant work ignored?: Yes, recent references are included but 
please reference more feom this journal if at all possible. 
Also, sections 5-5.3 have references so I don't know about that.
Thank you very much. This concern has been addressed. We have made sure all the cited 
work has been provided at the end of reference list.
<b>3. Methodology:  </b>Is the paper's argument built on an appropriate base of theory, 
concepts, or other ideas?  Has the research or equivalent intellectual work on which the 
paper is based been well designed?  Are the methods employed appropriate?: Ok.
Thank you very much for your comments.
<b>4. Results:  </b>Are results presented clearly and analysed appropriately?  Do the 
conclusions adequately tie together the other elements of the paper?: Ok but a lot of quotes.
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quality of life)?  Are these implications consistent with the findings and conclusions of the 
paper?: Sections 5.3 should be longer and in more detail.
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against the technical language of the field and the expected knowledge of the journal's 
readership?  Has attention been paid to the clarity of expression and readability, such as 
sentence structure, jargon use, acronyms, etc.: Ok
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